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I'm pretty sure I would have loved learning assembly language when I was a kid. I 
liked programming in BASIC, and though I felt like I was pretty good at that language, 
I was aware of its limitations. I would experiment with graphics on the Apple II, 
drawing colors in low-resolution mode or fiddling with shape tables in high resolution. 
I was curious to learn everything I could about that machine. BASIC had its issues, but 
assembly language, with its hexadecimal numbers and opcodes, seemed far out of 
reach. 


Inevitably something I did would crash the computer. On the Apple II, a crash would 
often be a beep! followed immediately by the * prompt. I knew this was "dropping to 
the monitor", but that was as far as my understanding went. I saw that asterisk as a wall 
standing in the way of whatever it was I was trying to do in BASIC. If I pressed the 
return key at the * prompt, I saw rows of impenetrable letters and numbers. To me they 
only meant, “You broke something, kid. Reboot. Hope you saved your work." 


The truth is, that * prompt could have been, instead of a wall, a window into another 
level of understanding. With a little more information, I might have been able to open 
that window. I was not aware of my own limitations. Had I crawled through that 
window, I might have better understood how the computer worked. I might have 
learned a little assembly language programming. I might have gotten a few more years' 
joy out of that little computer. 


It makes me wonder about other times a metaphorical monitor prompt has suddenly, 
with a harsh beep!, appeared in my life. When was I so ignorant or so impatient that I 
saw in my path a wall that was, in fact, a window? 


I am listening for the beep! and watching for the *. 
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